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a CENTENNIAL REC0lJSECRATI 0N SERVICE 

Sunday, December 18, 1949 

Address to Past Confinnants 

My dear friends, I greet you all this morning with the same VFords with which I 

have greeted Confirmation Classes on Confirmation day. "Boruch haba v•shem adonai 

berach nuchem mi bat adonai." "Blessed be ye who come in the name of the wrd. We 

bless you out of the House of the Lord." 

This House of the wrd, Tifereth Israel, now celebrating its 100th anniversary, 

is proud to welcome you, its sons and daughters, who, having been confinned in this 

sanctuary in the years gone by, are now met a gain on this auspicious occasion at its 

altar to reaffirm your faith and your loyalty to the glorious ideals of immortal Is­

rael. This sanctuary has witnessed through the years many noble and :impressive sights, 

but none, I am sure, more noble or more impressive than this. Here is the living proof 

of that electric cord which binds the generations of our people, one to another - the 

electric cord which carries the light and the power of our faith uninterruptedly do~m 

the ages. Here is living testimonial of a covenant which was made long ago, a coven­

ant with God which was made "I.a dorot olom" - for perpetual generations. I say oore 

is living testimonial of this covenant and of its unfailing appeal and of its ever­

lasting renewal.. And I am confident that as long as men and women will feel moved, 

as you are this morning, to recall with gratitude ani with thanksgiving the spirit of 

your Confirmation day, and lovingly to recapture all of its sacred associations, so 

long will the foundations of our faith remain unshaken. 

It is altogether fitting that this, your Reconsecration, be held on Chanukah, 

which, as the name indicates, is a festival of rededication. For the spirit of both 

occasions is one arrl the same. In the days of the accabees more than 21 centuries ago 

Jews assembled in Jerusalem to rededicate their temple and their own lives to the living 

God. They felt the need to do so. Within that little land of JUdea where our fore­

fathers lived, they had for a long time developed a way of life which differed very 

radically, very sharply, from that of the pagan world. Their religion was different, 
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their moral code was different, their attitudes toward human life and destiny Ytere 

different. They were the only monotheists in the whole ancient world. They rejected 

all idolatry, all mythology. .Among all the peoples of antiquity, they were the only 

ones who refused to worship the state as symbolized in emperor or king. They would 

not tolerate the bust of the Dnperor in their Temple for above Emperor was God, who 

alone was worthy of adoration. And above the law of the state was too ]aw and the 

supreme authroity of God. The moral standard of the ancient world in the days of 

the Maccabees was frightfully low. It was a world in which all things belonged to 

the strong, the ruthless arrl the rapacious. Pity, compassion, charity were looked 

upon as marks of weakness. It was a civilization built upon brutal slavery. In 

bloody arenas men and beasts were pitted one against the other for the delight of 

the mobs who were insensate to human suffering and could not conceive of the dignity 

and the sanctity of human life, least of all, the life of the slave or the poor or 

the aged or the weak. The pagan gods were themselves highly immoral and gross :im­

morality defiled the lives of society. 

Now, our ancestors in those days and for a long time before that had a totally 

different standard of life. Their Torah had taught them justice and love and char-

ity and brotherhood and neighborliness arrl the peace and the protection of thw weak 

and the needy and the dispossessed of life. They were taught coral cleanness and 

moral sobriety and moral discipline. That , as their way of life. Arrl the Syrian 

Greeks who ruled over Palestine in the 2rxi century before the Common Era at the time 

of the accabees, were determined to destroy this defiant Jewish way of life, even 

as the Nazis in our day were detennined to destroy a civilization which they looked 

upon, and correctly so, as essentially the product of the Jaisi genious. They feared 

and resented that little island of spiritual religion and morality in a sea of heathen­

dom. They feared and resented this stiffnecked little people who, by insisting upon 

being different, disturbed their peace of mind, menaced their "gleichschaltungtt of 

their far-flung empire and the survival of their kind of a world. And so they pro-
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hibi ted the teaching of Judaism. lhey closed down all the schools and all the syn-

agogue s. They forbade all observance of Jewish custora and tradition. They invaded 

and defiled tre Temple in Jerusalem. 'l'hey erected images of the pagan gods there, 

and by threat of torture and death, forced many Jews to worship them. Arrl Jews re­

vol't;ed. 

There were Jews who loved their way of life too dearly to submitJ Jews ,mo would 

rather die and remain loyal to the covenant of their fathers than live. They hated 

this pagan might even when it appeared to be invincible. They despised that culture 

even when it appeared all decked out in all splendor and glamor because they knew 

the rottenness at its core, the human defilement and coITUption which it involved. 

And so one family of a noble father and five brave sons raised the standard of revolt 

and gathered around them at first a small handful of followers. They were few in 

rrumber; they lacked the anns which the Syrian Greeks possessed, armored elephants 

and their death-dealing chariots, but theirs was the strength of the weak whose for­

tress is the Lord. And they fought bravely ani for maey years, and fought through 

to victory. They drove the enemy from their country. They recaptured the Temple., 

cleansed it and rededicated it. They kindled the lights anew in the darkened sanctu­

ary, and they proceeded t. o rededicate themselves also to the God of Israel, the "El 

rachun v 1harmn", the God of mercy and of compassion, the God of justice and of love, 

the Father of all men. 

And so, Juda!. sm was saved, and so the civilization of manldnd was saved for had 

Judaism perished in that day, its great ethical code would have perished with it. 

Neither Judaism would have survived., and Christianity, which sprang from Judaism a 

century arrl a half later, would never have cane into being, and the whole course of 

civilization would have been totally different. 

Now, my dear f'rierxis, why do I repeat this story 'Which must be well known to you? 

First, because this is Chanukah and it is a glorious story that bears re-telling often. 

But more so, in order to bring home this thought which I would like to share with you 

on this morning of reconsecratioo. The sif}lificance of Chanukah is not that an altar 



X 

-4-

or a building made out of stone, which had been defiled, had been rededicated. God 

does not mrell in physical structures, and God is not worshipped upon physical al­

tars. It is in the inner sanctuary of the heart where God is worshipped. 

The significance of Chanukah is that there were brave hearts in those days, men 

and women who 1tere ready to fight and, if necessary, to die for their faith and their 

convictions, despite might, despite the multitude of men. F.irst a few, and then by 

contagion, many more - men and women who were ready to defenl spiritual ideals to the 
, 

utmost. I The Jewish people has survived throughout the ages because in all ages when-

ever our faith was threatened either by persecution, as in the ages of darkness, or 

when it was threatened in ages of freecbmmd enl.ightement by indifference and assim­

ilation, there were all'fays faithful and loyal men and women who succumbed IIJI neither 

to the persecution of the persecutor nor to the blandishments of assimilation and the 

surface glamor of alien cultures - men and women who remained steadi"ast and true to 

the basic religious principles of Judaism, to the vision of the synagogue, to the 

spirit of saint, seer and prophet, to the prayers, customs and noble traditions of 

our people, to the Jewish way of life. 

Now this Temple of ours in whose beautiful precincts we are gathered this morning 

needs no rededication. Whether in this majestic edifice where we now assemble or in 

the humbler ones where our fathers before us worshipped through these 100 years, 

this Temple was never profaned by pagan worship. Always it remained consecrated to 

the faith of our people. Always men and women came to worship here the one true God. 

Here the immemorial prayers of our people were offered. Here its doctrines ware pro­

pounded. Here its holidays were observed. Here its inspiration was transmitted. 

Here men and women came with the burden of their hearts, with their sorrows or their 

hopes, seeking grace or consolation. Here our children were taught arxl here they 

were confirmed in the f'aith of their fathers. This Temple needs no rededication. 
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For more than 100 years now it has been true to its mission and to its divine 

purpose. But what about us? What about you? Echoing in my heart at this moment are 

the words of the great emancipator, Lincoln: "It is rather for us to be here dedicated 

to the great tasks remaining before us. 11 The great task, the unfinished task, the Mac­

cabean task. And what is this task? Why., it is to bring your lives, our lives, as far 

as possible into hannony with the pledge which you made on your Confinnat:ion day. "I 

consecrate my life to the religion of Israel- With all my heart, with all my soul, with 

all my might, I will strive to further the holy purposes of JUdaism.n 

Now, in ithis quiet and solemn hour., may we not each of us examine his heart and 

in utmost candor ask himseu, how far have I really lived up to that pledge - that pledge 

which was made on that echoing day when consecrated and uplifted., you s tapped vii th 

glowing hearts into the world of young manhood and womanhood. 

As a rule, my dear .friends., the world is too much with us and we haven't the time 

to check up on ourselves. The tides of life sweep all too swiftly, and oftentimes., to 

havens least desired. The years of care arrl quest take their toll of us, of our dreams 

and of our high resolves. We all change, certainly outwardly., but many of us also 

change im,ard~ - some to greater ,i!pths and fuller maturity; others, unfortunately, 

wasting and desolation. 

During the years of my ministry I have known many boys and girls in their Con-
as 

firmation years and later on., in their college years, and oftentimes/I looked at them, 

I would catch my breath at beholding them - so full of the beautiful radiance and ex­

pectancy of youth was in them, so flowering in promise were they - m idealism., in 

hwnan warmth. And then I met them years later., and it seemed as if a glory had passed 

out of' their lives. Their lives had been seemingly stripped bare of all beauty., of' all 

exaltation, of all the mystery., the glorious mystery of expectancy. Lives which had 

become set and dowdy and quenched in unremittihg routine, comfortably adjusted., nar­

rowed to a little circle of like-mirrled lotus eaters, and my heart has grieved for them. 

Somewhere along the road tooy had missed out. 
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on the other hand, it has been rrry privile~ through the years to know men and 

women, some of them on the down ade of the years, who are e.n ever lasting source of 

happy amazement to me because of the enkindling eagerness of their spirits. rt was as 

if the fresh vdnds of God were sweeping always through their souls. ~en and women al­

ways reaching out, always reaching out to taste the manna of God, to serve others, to 

improve themselves; men and women who are not necessarijby crusaders, but vibrant hl.UJlan 

beings, alive, who in their quiet vrays nevertheless suggested the urgency of mission 

and purposeful living. And seeing them I always had the feeling as though in some sec­

ret corner of their lives, some deathless flower was blooming, some deathless flower, 

all .fragrant and all their own. And I suppose this is what the Psalmist mea1 t v1hen he 

sang, n beholding such men and women in his day, "The righteous shall flourish like 

the palm tree. They shall still bring forth fruit in old age. They shall be full of 

sap and richness. 

On this morning and in this quiet hour of: introspection, it might be helpful if 

you would ask yourself in which of these groups have you placed your life. Have you 

linked up your days to sign:i.£icance, to purpose, to timelessness; or have you permitted 

life to delude you? Have you permitted life to elude you? Have you permitted life to 

betray you and is life still betraying you? Now that you are older than you were on 

Confirmation day, you have an opportunity to check upon yourselves. What have you 

hungered for during these years since your Coni'innation, and how have you been filled? 

What have the years brought to you of your own fashioning, and are you satisfied? As 

child or parent, as wife or husbani, as brother or sister, as citizen of your community, 

has your life reanifested itself as a radiance or as a shadow? If you had your years at 

your cormnand again, would you change them., an:l how? There are things m life hich can­

not be changed. The moving finger writes and having writ, moves on. 

But there is much that cm be charged, very much. Even now, even when it seems 

very late. Nothing is too late until the tired heart shall cease to palpitate, says the 

poet. For the human will has a sovereignty of its own, and mountains can be made to move 

at its unbending resolution. 
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Most of us, I believe, would have no objection to a repetition of the same 

1 ife which we have lived from its beginning, only asking as Benjc111 in Franklin asked in 

h his autobiography for nthe advantages which authors have in a second edition, to correct 

some faults of the first". What faults would you correct if your life had a second edi­

tion? And why not begin to correct them now? 

Some years ago I listened to a school master who told the story of a lamp­

lighter in his native town in Scotland. He was a humble man, this lamp-lighter, and 

daily, when the heavy .fogs settled over the town, he would go from lamppost to lamppost 

and kindle the lamps. o one would ever be able to see him at such time because the fog 

was so heavy, but everyone knew that the lamp-lighter had passed by by the lights which 

gleamed in his wake. 

Have you been a lamp-lighter in the fog and the gloom of the world, have you been 

kindling the lights? If so, then you have been very faithful to your Confirmation pledge, 

the pledge of a people which was of old adm::>nished to be 11or la go-y:im" - a light unto the 

nations. To bring out the prisoner frorn the dungenn and them who dwell in darkness into 

the great light. If not, 'V'1hy it is not too late to take up too lantern in your hand and 

illumine the lives of those whom you will encounter upon the way of life. 

On Confirmation morning, dear friends, you pledged yourselves to "consecrate 

your lives to the religion of Israel, with all my heart, with all my soul, with all my 

might, I will strive to f'urther the holy purposes of Judaism." Have you really conse­

crated your lives to the religion of Israel? Have you really striven to further the holy 

purposes of Judaism? In what manner? How? 

Well, there are two ways in which one strives to further the holy purposes of 

Judaism or of any great religio r . One is to live up to its spiritual ideals, to respond 

to its high ethical challenge, to fight the good fight for truth and justice and peace in 

the world, to advance always, to move to the higher levels, always marching tm7ard amend­

ment. To do all this it means standing alone sometimes, as the accabees stood alone; to 
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do it even if it means sacrifice at times, as they sacrificed. 

That's one way to strive, to further the holy purposes of Judaism. Because the 

holy purposes of Judaism were never furthered by ease or indolence or indifference, but 

by consecration and devotion and loyalty and sacrifice. Great religions make great de­

mands upon their followers. 

And there is another way to .further the holy purposes of Judaism - by fostering 

the institutions of Jewish life, the agencies vrhich it had evolved through the ages to 

carry on its message arrl its mission; the synagogue, the religions school, the Jewish 

home, the practice of the observances, the customs, the ceremonies of Judaisn which em­

body arrl symbolize its spirit and without 'Vlhich it remains a disembodied spirit, and Juda­

ism cannct survive as a disembodied spirit. 

Music - music is, of course, far more than the instruments which you use in 

playing. ! usic, the soul of music, the message of music, the spiritual content of music 

is infinitely more than the instruments of v10od and brass and string which we use in a 

symphony. But without these instuments the message of music, the soul of music could 

never be :imparted to anyone. Music must be played upon inst uments so Ghat men can catch 

its immortal message. 

And it is h so with religion. Religious observances, religious practices, 

private and public worship, beautiful ceremonies and rituals rich in tradition - why, 

these are the indispensable instruments for the symphony of religion. When they are neg­

lected, the spirit of religion languishes and ultimately dies. 

H,qve we striven - have you striven to further the holy pur oses of Judaism, first 

by living the good life, as the prophets defined it, 11 to do justice, to love mercy, to 

.,,alk: humbly with Thy God", and by fostering the Jewish life through faithful synagogue at­

tendance, through the habit of private and public worship , through observances in the heme, 

through adequate religious education of yourselves and of your children, through the sup­

port of the agencies which contribute to Jewish survi wl, If you have, if you are doing 
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these things, why then you are fulfilling the pledge of your Confirmation d~s. You are 

walking in the way of God. You are leading a consecrated life. 

If not, why it is never too late to stir up the slumbering embers of faith arrl 

loyalty, and tr~ embers still burn in you, I am sure. rt is never too late to rededicate 

yourselves as you once did, when you stood in this sanctuary and said, "Unto the end of 

my life Israel•s watchword shall be my guide. Shtma Yisroel, Adonoi Elohenu, Adonoi Echod." 

"Heam, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One.•r 
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